THE ROYAL HOOKAH.                                 463

the usual circle of the Begum assembled in the great saloon on the first floor; all
grave men, with white beards and high titles; the first minister a remarkably fine
man, of very shrewd intelligence, who possessed great influence over the Begum;
an uncle of the queen; some feudal lords, and, finally, our worthy friend Hussein
Khan. While awaiting the arrival of the queen, who passed some hours every
day in her daughter's harem, we played games of chess and pucheesee.

Towards eight o'clock the sharp sound of the choubdar's silver stick echoing
on the pavement of the great gallery notified the approach of the queen, who soon
entered the hall in the midst of a bevy of. young girls, her attendants, whom she
had freed like herself from the rules of the Eastern zenana. The charming little
girl, Sultana, glittering with gold and jewels, ran forward to embrace us; the
queen then seated herself on the throne of green velvet which occupied the end
of the hall; and all took their places on. the divan according to the established
rules of precedence, my quality as guest entitling me to a place 011 the queen's
light hand.

After they had handed round coffee, the servants brought in the royal hookah,
an enormous instrument, three feet in height, ornamented with precious stones;
the bowl of which, of vast size, was filled with gooracco, a mixture of tobacco and
aromas, upon which were heaped small red-hot coals. On the first evening the
arrival of the hookah was the occasion of an incident which made no .Jiall noise
at the little Court, and even in the city. The hookahbitrdar came and knelt
before the queen, and presented to her the rich amber mouthpiece terminating the
tube, which she placed to her mouth, and, after drawing some long puffs of the
tobacco, presented it to me. Such was the ceremonial; and without hesitation I
took the amber, and in my turn inhaled the odoriferous smoke. The pipe, following
the circle, passed from me to Schaumburg, and was afterwards presented to the
dewan (first minister); who accepted it hesitatingly, and towards whom all eyes
were directe I. It is welt known that the Mussulmans, looking upon Europeans
as infidels, and consequently as impure beings, cannot touch anything that has
been polluted by their lips. The poor minister found himself placed in a grievous
dilemma. To refuse the pipe would be to insult us, and perhaps displease the
queen; to accept it was to disobey the precepts of Mahomet At last, however,
temporal interests seemed to outweigh spiritual scruples; and the dewan, timidly
applying the amber to his lips, inhaled a slight pufi' of smoke; whereupon,
following his example, the other Mussulmans accepted the pipe without hesitation.
This calumet of peacfs indeed, might easily have become a cause of discord: but,
as I did not care to see this scene renewed every evening, seeming thus to wound
voluntarily the religious scruples of these good people, on the following day I
begged the queen to allow us to bring our own hookahs for our use.

As soon as the ceremony of the hookah was over, the choubdars introduced
the people who were appointed to amuse us diiring the evening into the saloon.
There were nautchnis, male dancers, acrobats, and performers of tricks of every
description.

My readers having already witnessed with me more than one nautch, I shall
not return to the subject; but it was the first time I had ever seen men in India
execute those dances which are everywhere reserved for women, and are considered
degrading to the stronger sex; though this surprised me less in a country where
the government has already been for twe generations in the hands of women, and